Personal Statement

There are two seemingly contradictory states that fuel my passion to enter the field of information science: scarcity and abundance.

Scarcity was a time in my childhood when my need for reading materials far exceeded the supply thereof. I was lucky to have had two college-educated parents who instilled in us a thirst and a love for knowledge but who were only salaried public servants in a remote province (Ifugao) of a poor country (Philippines) where books and other information packages were very expensive. But whatever reading material there was available was read eagerly out of want. 

My family was (and still is) very religious and we read daily from devotionals such as The Upper Room and Our Daily Bread, and, of course, from the Bible. The only secular magazine my parents could afford to subscribe to was Reader’s Digest and I still can remember the excruciating decisions whether to buy any of the condensed books and other publications that Reader’s Digest published and offered to its subscribers. I believe I owe a big part of my verbal ability from those days of poring over the Word Power section of the magazine. I also remember distinctively a time when my father brought home a pile of old Hardy Boys paperbacks that were thrown out of a school library in a city but which my sisters and I read voraciously. It was a big deal with our parents when they presented their kids with a 20-volume science encyclopedia one Christmas eve (it cost the equivalent of their combined month’s salaries).

I have seen this knowledge-hunger in scarcity in the response of poor countries to The Asia Foundation’s (one of the organizations my husband worked for) Books Program. The organization deals with more complex programs such as the rule of law, civil society, sustainable development, etc. but it is most remembered in the countries in which it operates by the books that it solicits from several publishers in the US and which it then donates to schools and non-profit organizations in poor countries.

I became more aware about this knowledge-hunger in the work of Don and Nancy Harrington, founders of the Books for the Barrios, which has provided thousands of high-quality books to thousands of what are called DDU (deprived, depressed, and undeserved) schools in the Philippines. Amid the appalling poverty was the hunger for knowledge and information in those poor children. Amid the billions of dollars in foreign aid given to poor countries are individuals who believe in the power of information, more than the fish-a-day sustenance of food and medicine, to help individuals and communities make decisions that will help them help themselves.

I share this faith in the power of knowledge and information and I see a big opportunity for information professionals to push for this sort of foreign aid in bridging the gap between poor and rich countries. I want to study the feasibility of instituting physical public library systems or networks of digital information as an important area in international development efforts.

Abundance are those moments as an adult and as a parent in the US when the choices of formats, sources, types, styles, topics, foci, etc. of information packages become so overwhelming to the point where I feel I’m not learning anything substantial. I subscribe to dozens of magazines, some issues of which never come out of their plastic casings. I graze the front page of my daily newspaper and by the end of the week a huge pile is ready for the recycling bin. Our family network of two computers is loaded with thousands-worth of software, is attached to all sorts of peripheral hardware (scanner, printers, digital cameras, speakers, etc.), and is connected to a high-bandwidth Internet connection. But we’re only creating very little information with all those tools and using a very small fraction of the gazillion bits of information that we can potentially gather from the Internet. We could use the services of public libraries in 4 counties around us which generally allow us to check out unlimited numbers of items of all formats for free that we go gung-ho about clicking on the “Place Hold” button in our libraries’ on-line catalogs – some never get read, viewed, or heard before its time to return them back to the library. Then there are the choice of channels and programs on our TV and the choice of games on my kids’ videogame players but I will not even go into these.

The abundance is both exciting and numbing. Exciting in its potential to create information and networks of them; numbing in its attack on the senses. This is where I feel challenged to go into a field that studies the organization and management of information. The classification systems used to organize information are as much great inventions of the human mind as are those items organized in collections in libraries, archives, and museums. I see the work of information professionals as paralleling (if not overarching) any organizable products of the human mind and spirit. I see it as indispensable in preserving and further nurturing what the human species can produce in terms of knowledge and information.

My experience of scarcity and abundance come full circle in my passion to gain knowledge and skills to create and organize information and to make them available to as many people as possible. I believe that I bring with me the foundational elements – broad knowledgebase in the social sciences, an in-depth technical knowledge and skills base, broad experience in contexts related to the science of information, and a great enthusiasm to excel – to be able to carve an exciting career in library and information science.

